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INTRODUCTION


Good university courses are competitive. After a few years of lower application rates, the 2016 entry cycle received a record-breaking 592,290 applications through UCAS.


With so many aiming high for the university place they dream of, you need to find a way to distinguish yourself from other applicants – a way you can demonstrate your superior skills, motivation, and potential.


Although the personal statement is just one component of the applications process, for the vast majority of applicants it is the only component that provides the admissions tutor with information about the real you. Only the small proportion of courses that require an interview offer an additional opportunity to shine. The personal statement is your opportunity to show your reasons for choosing your subject, your motivation, and the personal skills that will help you succeed in your field in the future. The importance of the personal statement should never be underestimated.


This book first guides you through the process of writing your personal statement. The first section gives top tips and advice to help you show yourself in the best possible light whilst avoiding common pitfalls. There are then 100 successful personal statements from recent applicants. Each of these comes with a commentary showing you the strongest and weaker points of the statement, helping you hone the structure and content of your own. These personal statements cover all major subjects so you should find statements in your chosen subject here. But also read personal statements from similar subject areas – whilst the focus of the content will be different, the ways these successful applicants display their skills, interests and motivation can give you valuable ideas to incorporate into your own statement.


So, what are you waiting for?









THE BASICS


Your Personal Statement


Applying to university is both an exciting and confusing time. You will make a decision that will decide the next 3-6 years and potentially your entire life. Your personal statement is your chance to show the universities you apply to who you really are. The rest of the application is faceless statistics – the personal statement gives the admissions tutor the opportunity to look beyond those statistics and focus on the real you, the person they may spend at least three years teaching their subject to.


You may hear some people telling you there is a certain right and wrong way to write a personal statement, but this is a myth. One of the reasons we produced this book is to show you the vastly different styles that successful personal statements have. Yes, there are rules of thumb that can help you along the way, but never lose sight of the fact that this is your opportunity to tell your story.


How does the Process Work?


University applications are made through the online UCAS system. You can apply to up to 5 universities (4 for Medicine). After receiving the outcomes of all applications, you make a confirmed (i.e. first) and reserve choice. Entry to a university is only confirmed upon achievement of the conditions set out in the conditional offer. It is very important to remember that the same application will be sent to all of your choices. It is, therefore, a good idea to apply for similar courses rather than courses which are vastly different from one another. It will be very hard to complete an application for Chemistry, English, Art, Geography, and Engineering. However, applying for Chemistry and Biochemistry would be much more straightforward.


Other than exam marks, GCSE grades and teacher references, the only part of the application which you have direct control over is your personal statement. This is your chance to convince the reader (i.e. admissions tutor) to give you a place at their university. Although it’s not a job interview, it is important to treat the personal statement with the respect it deserves. Many universities do not require applicants to attend interviews, in which case the personal statement is the applicant’s only chance to show the admissions tutor who you really are.


Deadlines


The final deadline is the 15th January. For medicine, dentistry, Oxford and Cambridge, be aware of an earlier deadline of 15th October – if you don’t get your application in on time it won’t be considered. Remember that schools often have an earlier internal deadline so they can ensure punctuality and sort out their references in time. Different schools have different procedures, so it is very important that you know what the timescale is at your school before the end of your AS year. Internal deadlines for the 15th October deadline can be as early as the beginning of September, which is only a couple of weeks after the summer break.


Early submissions are advised because universities begin offering places as soon as they receive applications. This is very important as those who submit their application before the final the 15th January deadline can be offered places before Christmas! Therefore, it is in your best interest to submit your application as early as possible – even if you’re not applying for medicine or Oxbridge.


In addition, early submission frees up your time to concentrate on any admissions tests or interviews you may need to prepare for, and also your A2 studies.


What are the requirements?




	Maximum 4000 characters


	Maximum 47 lines


	Submitted by the deadline





What do Admissions Tutors look for?


Academic ability


This is the most obvious. Every university will have different entrance requirements for the same course titles, so make sure that you are aware of these. Some universities may have extra requirements, e.g. applicants for English at UCL require a minimum GCSE in a foreign language other than in English. It is your responsibility to ensure that you meet the entry criteria for the course that you’re applying to.


I have the grades; will I be accepted?


In short - not necessarily. Both are important. The grades are a foundation that tells the university your academic credentials are good enough to cope with the demands of the course. So achieving the entrance grades required is considered to be the basic requirement for successful applicants. The personal statement gives additional information, allowing the admissions tutor to assess your If an applicant’s personal statement isn’t strong enough but they meet the minimum grade criteria, they may still be rejected.


Extra-curricular activities


Unlike in the US, the main factor in the UK for deciding between candidates for university places is their academic suitability for the course to which they have applied, and little else. Whilst extra-curricular activities can be a positive thing, it is a common mistake for students to dedicate too much of their personal statement to these. There is, however, an important place for subject-related extra-curricular activities in a personal statement, i.e. work experience.


Passion for your subject


This is the most important part of a personal statement. This is what makes your statement personal to you and is where you can truly be yourself, so do not hold back! Whether you’ve dreamt of being a doctor since birth or a historian since learning to read, if you are truly passionate about your chosen subject this will be shine through in the personal statement.


It is not necessary for you to have wanted to do a particular subject for your entire life. In fact, it is entirely possible to choose a subject because you found a course that really appealed to you on a university open day. Whatever the case, you should find reasons to justify your decision to pursue a course that will cost a lot of time and money. If the personal statement does not convince the reader that you’re committed to the academic pursuit of your chosen subject, then you’ll likely be rejected.


It is important to remember that you are applying for undergraduate admission, not a job. Whilst it is not a bad thing to have an idea of potential career paths beyond university, writing a personal statement that bypasses the academic nature of university courses will be judged negatively.









APPLICATION TIMELINE
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Researching Courses


This includes both online research and attending university open days. Whilst some of you reading this guide will already know exactly which course you want to apply for, many will not have decided. Course research is still very important even if you’re certain. This is because the ‘same’ courses can vary significantly between universities. As only one personal statement is sent to all universities that you apply to, it is important that you write in a way that addresses the different needs of each university.


If you cannot make it to university open days (e.g. international applicants), you can usually email a department and request a tour. If you allow plenty of time for this, quite often universities are happy to do this. Be proactive – do not sit around and expect universities to come to you and ask for your application! The worst possible thing you can do is appear to be applying to a course which you don’t understand or haven’t researched.


You’re highly recommended to research the course content of courses that you interested in. Every university will produce a prospectus, which is available printed and online. Take some time to compare modules between universities. This will help to not only choose the 4/5 universities which you apply for, but also be aware of exactly what it is that you are applying for.


Start Brainstorming


At this stage, you will have narrowed down your subject interests and should be certain of which subject/s to apply for. For applications which will include universities offering single and general subject areas such as individual Engineering disciplines/Sciences and general Engineering/Natural Sciences etc., it is important to plan a personal statement that reflects this.


A good way to start a thought process that will eventually lead to a personal statement is by simply listing all of your ideas, why you are interested in your course, and the pros and cons between different universities. If there are particular modules which capture your interest that are common across several of your university choices, do not be afraid to include this in your personal statement. This will not only show that you have a real interest in your chosen subject, but also that you have taken the time to do some research.


Complete First Draft


This will not be the final personal statement that you submit. In all likelihood, your personal statement will go through multiple revisions and re-drafts before it is ready for submission. In most cases, the final statement is wildly different from the first draft.


The purpose of completing a rough draft early is so that you can spot major errors early. It is easy to go off on a tangent when writing a personal statement, with such things not being made obvious until somebody else reads it. The first draft will show the applicant which areas need more attention, what is missing, and what needs to be removed altogether.


Re-Draft


This will probably be the first time you receive any real feedback on your personal statement. Obvious errors will be spotted and any outrageous claims that sound good in your head, but are unclear or dubious, will be obvious to the reader at this stage. It is important to take advice from family and friends, however, with a pinch of salt. Remember that the admissions tutor will be a stranger and not familiar with the applicant’s personality.


Complete Final Draft 


This will not be the final product, and until now, you probably won’t have had much real criticism. However, a complete draft with an introduction, main body, and conclusion is important as you can then build on this towards the final personal statement.


Expert Check


This should be completed by the time you return for your final year at school/college. Once the final year has started, it is wise to get as many experts (teachers and external tutors) to read through the final draft personal statement as possible.


Again, you should take all advice with a pinch of salt. At the end of the day, this is your UCAS application and although your teachers’ opinions are valuable, they are not the same as that of the admissions tutors. In schools that see many Oxbridge/Medical applications, many teachers believe there is a correct ‘format’ to personal statements and may look at your statement like a ‘number’ in the sea of applications that are processed by the school. There is no ‘format’ to successful personal statements, as each statement should be personal to you.


At schools that do not see many Oxbridge/Medical applications, the opposite may be true. Many applicants are coerced into applying to universities and for courses which their teachers judge them likely to be accepted for. It is your responsibility to ensure that the decisions you make are your own, and you have the conviction to follow through with your decisions.


Final Checks


Armed with a rough draft and advice from friends, family, and teachers, you should be ready to complete your final personal statement.


Submit to School


Ideally, you will have some time off before submitting your statement for the internal UCAS deadline. This is important because it’ll allow you to look at your final personal statement with a fresh perspective before submitting it. You’ll also be able to spot any errors that you initially missed. You should submit your personal statement and UCAS application to your school on time for the internal deadline. This ensures that your school has enough time to complete your references.


Submit to UCAS


That’s it! Take some time off from university applications for a few days, have some rest, and remember that you still have A levels/IB exams to get through (and potentially admissions tests + interviews)!









GETTING STARTED


The personal statement is an amalgamation of all your hard work throughout both secondary school and your other extra-curricular activities. It is right to be apprehensive about starting your application and so here are a few tips to get you started…


General Rules


If you meet the minimum academic requirements, then it is with the personal statement that your application to university will be made or broken. With many applicants applying with identical GCSE and A-level results (if you’re a gap year student), the personal statement is your chance to really stand out and let your personality shine through. As such, there is no concrete formula to follow when writing the personal statement and indeed every statement is different in its own right. Therefore, throughout this chapter, you will find many principles for you to adopt and interpret as you see fit whilst considering a few of these introductory general rules.


Firstly: space is extremely limited; as previously mentioned, a maximum of 4000 characters in 47 lines. Note that this includes line breaks - so perhaps consider, instead, using indentation to denote a new paragraph if you would normally use a line break. Before even beginning the personal statement, utilise all available space on the UCAS form. For example, do not waste characters listing exam results when they can be entered in the corresponding fields in the qualifications section of the UCAS form.


Secondly: always remember it is easier to reduce the word count than increase it with meaningful content when editing. Be aware that it is not practical to perfect your personal statement in just one sitting. Instead, write multiple drafts starting with one substantially exceeding the word limit but containing all your ideas. As such, starting early is key to avoiding later time pressure as you approach the deadline. Remember, this is your opportunity to put onto paper what makes you the best and a cut above the rest – you should enjoy writing the personal statement!


Lastly and most importantly: your statement is just one of hundreds that a tutor will read. Tutors are only human after all and their interpretation of your personal statement can be influenced by many things. So get on their good side and always be sympathetic to the reader, make things plain and easy to read, avoid contentious subjects, and never target your personal statement at one particular university (unless you’re only applying there!).


When Should I Start?


TODAY!


I know it might sound like a cliché, but the earlier you start, the easier you make it. Starting early helps you in four key ways:


1) The most important reason to start early is that it is the best way to analyse your application. Many students start writing their personal statement then realise, for example, that they haven’t done enough research or work experience, or that their extra reading isn’t focused enough. By starting early, you give yourself the chance to change this. Over the summer, catch up on your weak areas to give yourself plenty to say in the final version.


2) You give yourself more time for revisions. You can improve your personal statement by showing it to as many people as possible to get their feedback. Starting earlier gives you more time for this.


3) Steadier pace. Starting early gives you the flexibility of working at a steadier pace – perhaps just an hour or so per week. If you start later, you will have to spend much longer on it, probably some full days, reducing the time you have for the rest of your work and importantly for unwinding, too.


4) Prompt submission. Although the official deadline is the 15th January for most courses, it is often the case that courses will allocate some places before this. By submitting early, you make sure you don’t miss out on any opportunities.


What people think is best:
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What is actually best:
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Doing your Research


The two most important things you need to establish are: What course? + What University?


If you’re unsure where to begin, like most things in life, success with the personal statement begins with preparation and research.


The most obvious and useful first port of call is your teachers at school on the subjects that you enjoy. Not only will they have detailed knowledge of general course requirements; but if they have taught you for a few years, they will also know a lot about you. In many ways, teachers like this offer the most valuable information as they can describe the course in the context of your personality and be fairly sure of whether you are suitable for the course or not. Progressing from teachers, discuss your options with your parents and continue onto university open days. Whereby the next problem arises: which universities do I apply for?


Your choice of university is entirely personal and similar to your course choice; it needs to be somewhere that you are going to enjoy studying. Remember that where you end up will form a substantial part of your life. This could mean going to a university with a rich, active nightlife or one with strict academic prowess or perhaps one that dominates in the sporting world. In reality, each university offers its own unique experience and hence the best approach is to attend as many open days as feasibly possible. By doing this, you will have the opportunity to meet some of your potential tutors, talk to current students (who offer the most honest information), and of course, tour the facilities.


The best way to prevent future stress is to start researching courses and universities early i.e. 12 months before you apply through UCAS. There is a plethora of information that is freely available online, and if you want something physical to read, you can request free prospectuses from most UK universities. It is important to remember that until you actually submit your UCAS application, you are in control. Universities are actively competing against one another for your application! When initially browsing, a good place to start is by simply listing courses and universities which interest you, and two pros and cons for each. You can then use this to shortlist to a handful of universities that you should then attend open days for.


There are no right choices when it comes to university choices, however, there are plenty of wrong choices. You must make sure that the reasons behind your eventual choice are the right ones and that you do not act on impulse. Whilst your personal statement should not be directed at any particular one of your universities, it should certainly be tailored to the course you are applying for.


With a course in mind and universities shortlisted, your preparation can begin in earnest. Start by ordering university prospectuses or logging onto the university’s subject-specific websites. You should be trying to find the application requirements. Once located, there will be a range of information from academic demands including work experience to personal attributes. Firstly, at this point, be realistic with the GCSE results you have already achieved and your predicted A-level grades. Also, note that some courses require a minimum number of hours of work experience – this should have been conducted through the summer after GCSE examinations and into your AS year. Work experience is not something to lie about as the university will certainly seek references to confirm your attendance. If these do not meet the minimum academic requirements, a tutor will most likely not even bother reading your personal statement, so don’t waste a choice.


If you meet all the minimum academic requirements, then focus on the other extra-curricular aspects. Many prospectuses contain descriptions of ideal candidates with lists of desired personal attributes. Make a list of these for all the universities you are considering applying to. Compile a further list of your own personal attributes along with evidence that supports this claim. Then proceed to pair the points on your personal list with the corresponding requirements from your potential universities.


It is important to consider extra-curricular requirements from all your potential universities in the interest of forming a rounded personal statement applicable to all institutions. This is a useful technique because one university may not require the same personal attributes as another. Therefore, by discussing these attributes in your statement, you can demonstrate a level of ingenuity and personal reflection on the requirements of the course beyond what is listed in the prospectus.


Always remember that the role of the personal statement is to show that you meet course requirements by using your own personal experiences as evidence.


Taking your First Steps


A journey of one thousand miles starts with a single step...


As you may have already experienced, the hardest step of a big project is the first step. It’s easy to plan to start something, but when it actually comes to writing the first words, what do you do? As you stare at the 47-line blank page in front of you, how can you fill it? You wonder if you’ve even done that many things in life. You think of something, but realise it probably isn’t good enough, delete it, and start over again. Sound familiar?


There is another way. The reason it is hard is because you judge your thoughts against the imagined finished product. So don’t begin by writing full, perfectly polished sentences. Don’t be a perfectionist. Begin with lists, spider diagrams, ideas, rambling. Just put some ideas onto paper and write as much as possible – it’s easy to trim down afterwards if it’s too long, and generally doing it this way gives the best content. Aim to improve gradually from start to finish in little steps each time.
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The Brainstorm


If writing prose is too daunting, start by using our brainstorm template. Write down just three bullet-points for each of the 12 questions below and in only twenty minutes you’ll be well on your way!
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What is the Purpose of your Statement?


An important question to ask yourself before you begin drafting your personal statement is: “how will the universities I have applied to use my personal statement?”. This can dramatically change how you write your personal statement. For the majority of courses, i.e. courses that don’t interview, your personal statement is directly bidding for a place on the course. If this applies to you then you are in luck as these are the simplest to write. Just be aware that this is then your only opportunity to say what you want to say and space is much more of a commodity. In this instance, consider writing your reference with your teachers – more will be discussed on this later.


If, on the other hand, you are applying to a course that calls candidates in for an interview, writing your personal statement requires a little more thought and tactics. The first thing to establish is the role of the personal statement in the context of the interview. At this point, it is well worth going through the application procedures in prospectuses and on university websites.


The first option is that the personal statement is solely used for interview selection and discounted thereafter. In this case, the interviewer is going to want to discuss material that isn’t included in your personal statement. As such, a tactical decision has to be made to withhold certain information in order to discuss at the interview. Of course, this is a difficult balance to strike; put too little into your personal statement and you won’t get an interview; whereas if you put too much into the personal statement, you will lack original material to discuss within the interview. It is always better to tend towards putting a lot of effort into your personal statement to make sure of receiving an interview. Then, for the interview itself, read up on prominent topics within the academic field at the time in order to introduce new content for discussion at the interview. However, do be wary of discussing things that you know relatively little about – the interviewers are likely to be experts in the field after all!


Alternatively, the personal statement can represent a central component of the interview. Many institutions adopt an interview protocol whereby the interviewers run through the personal statement from start to finish, questioning the candidate on specific points. This technique has many benefits for the interviewer as it allows them to assess the presence of any fraudulent claims (it is very hard to lie to a tutor face-to-face when they start asking for specifics!), it gives the interview clear structure but also allows the interviewer to bring pre-planned questions on specific personal statement points.


However, from the candidate’s point of view, this can lead to an oppressive, accusative, and intense interview. There are, however, techniques to take control back into your own hands like, for example, “planting” questions within your personal statement. This can be achieved in many ways, including unexplained points, ambiguous statements or just withholding information that can be added to previously mentioned points. In many ways, this protocol is easier to prepare for.


Finding the Right Balance


The balance of a personal statement can have a significant effect on the overall message it delivers. Whilst there are no strict rules, there are a few rules of thumb that can help you strike the right balance between all the important sections.


It’s important that you focus primarily on academic matters. This means you need to tell a story – the story of how you developed sufficient interest in your chosen subject that you want to study it to degree level. If you are applying to study something you have studied in school like maths or geography, your story needs to start with the reasons you began to enjoy this subject. If it’s a new subject such as medicine or engineering, you should explain the core academic subjects you enjoy and how this has led you towards your chosen subject area. Then move on to talk about how you have investigated the subject, any extra work and projects, and how you have shown your aptitude for it. You may choose to include any work experience that you have done in this part; you may wish to give a perspective of any careers that interest you that this subject will help you achieve, taking care to support any opinions with reasons.


Extra-curricular activities are a great way of supporting your skills, however, you need to be careful that this is the supporting act and not the headliner. It is generally recommended to spend no more than a quarter of the personal statement discussing extra-curricular activities, leaving the other three-quarters for discussing academic matters.


The following template gives a suggestion how to balance the different sections:
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STRUCTURING YOUR STATEMENT


This may sound obvious, but it’s important to get right as a good structure enhances the clarity of the content. Personal statements are not monologues of your life nor are they a giant list of your achievements. They are instead a formal piece of prose written with the aim of helping you secure a place at university.


The Introduction


The Opening Sentence


Rightly or wrongly, it is highly likely that your personal statement will be remembered by its opening sentence. It must be something short, sharp, insightful, and catch the reader’s attention. Remember that admissions tutors will read several hundred personal statements and often their first impression is made by your opening sentence which is why it needs to be eye-catching enough to make the tutor sit and pay particular attention to what you have written. It does indeed set the standard for the rest of the personal statement.


If this seems a daunting prospect (as it should!), then here are a few pointers to get you started:




	Avoid using overused words like “passionate”, “deeply fascinating”, and “devotion”


	Avoid using clichéd quotes like the infamous Coco Chanel’s “fashion is not something that exists in dresses only”


	If you are going to use a quote, then put some effort into researching an obscure yet particularly powerful one – don’t forget to include a reference


	Draw on your own personal experiences to produce something both original and eye-catching.





In many ways, it is best that you save writing your opening statement till last; that way, you can assess the tone of the rest of your work but also write something that will not be repeated elsewhere.


If you are really stuck with where to begin, try writing down a memory and then explain how it has affected your relationship with your subject.


Whilst the opening statement is important, it is not something to stress about. Although a strong opening statement can make the personal statement; a bad one rarely breaks it.


Why Your Subject?


The introduction should answer the most important question of all – why do you want to study your subject?


Why do YOU want to study your subject?


The introduction does not need to be very long. It is generally a good idea to open the statement with something that sets the context of your application. For example, someone who is applying to study History may open: ‘History is all around us’, rather than ‘I have always been interested in History because’. By the end of the introduction, the reader should know:




	What subject you are applying for.


	What motivated you to apply for that subject.





It is essential to show your genuine reasons and motivation. The first thing to consider is whether you genuinely want to study your subject at university. You need to be certain that your motivation comes from yourself and not from external sources such as teachers or family.


Try to avoid clichés; some people will say they’ve always wanted to study [subject] ever since they were born – but of course this simply isn’t true and, therefore, it isn’t helpful. The admissions tutor wants to see a simple and honest story about your journey, helping them assess how carefully you have considered your choice and how suitable a choice it is. The exact phrase: “from a young age, I have always been interested in” was used more than 300 times in personal statements in 2013 (data published by UCAS), and substituting “young” for “early” gave an additional 292 statements – these phrases can quickly become boring for admissions tutors to read!


There are certain things that raise red flags - phrases that will count against you if you write them. These include: saying that you want to study your subject for money, fame or because of other people telling you to, etc.


The Main Body


In the rest of your text, your aim should be to demonstrate your suitability for the course by exemplifying your knowledge of the course structure and its requirements through personal experience. Again, there are no rigorous guidelines on how to do this and it is very much down to your own writing style. Whereas some prefer a strict structure, others go for a more synoptic approach, but always remember to be consistent in order to achieve a flowing, easy to read personal statement.


This point ties in closely with writing style. You want one that the tutor will find pleasing to read; and as everyone prefers different styles, the only way to assess yours accurately is to show your drafts to as many people as possible. That includes teachers, parents, friends, siblings, grandparents – the more, the better - don’t be afraid to show it around!


Despite the lack of a standardised writing method, there is, of course, a list of standard content to include. In general, you are trying to convey your academic, professional, and personal suitability for the course to the tutor. This needs to be reiterated whilst demonstrating clear, exemplified knowledge of the course structure and its demands. The biggest problem then in achieving these goals, with all the other candidates also trying to convey the same information, is in producing an original personal statement and remaining unique.


More practically, it is a good idea to split the main body into two or three paragraphs in order to avoid writing one big boring monologue.


Part One: This should cover why you are suited for your subject. This will include your main academic interests, future ambitions (related to the chosen degree), and what makes the course right for you. It is a good idea for you to read up the course syllabuses and find something that catches your interest above others. If you have read anything outside of the A-level/IB syllabus related to your chosen course which has inspired you, then this is the place to mention it. You should make sure that you avoid writing empty statements by backing everything up with facts. For example, someone applying to study History may write:


“‘Reminisces of a Revolutionary War’ by Ernesto Che Guevara provided a unique insight into the struggle against inequality in mid-20th century Latin America. Che’s transformation from a doctor into a guerrilla leader completed his intellectual transition from an individual with a sense of duty to help others, into a soldier of totalitarian Marxism. Such transformations have influenced the modern world, and draw parallels with the world today. For this reason, understanding history is the key to understanding both the present and the future.”


This shows that the applicant has read the book ‘Reminisces of a Revolutionary War’ by Ernesto Che Guevara, and truly believes in the importance that History has to the world today. This is much better than:


‘I read Reminisces of a Revolutionary War by Ernesto Che Guevara. Studying History will allow me to understand the present and future by comparing to the past.’


Part Two: This section should still be about why you’re suited to your chosen course. However, it can be less focused on academic topics. If you’ve had to overcome any significant challenges in life and wish to include these in your personal statement, this is normally the best place to do so. Similarly, any work experience or relevant prizes & competitions should be included here. However, it is important to remember not to simply list things. Ensure that you follow through by describing in detail what you have learned from any experiences mentioned.


Part Three: This is the smallest part of the main body and is all about extra-curricular activities. It is easy to get carried away in this section and make outrageous claims, e.g. claim to be a mountain climber if all you have ever climbed is a hill at the end your street etc. Lying is not worth the risk given that your interviewer may share the same hobby that you claim to be an expert in. So, don’t be caught out!


Avoid making empty statements by backing things up with facts. For example: ‘I enjoy reading, playing sports and watching TV’, is a poor sentence and tells the reader nothing. The applicant enjoys reading, so what? Which sports? Doesn’t everyone like watching TV? If the applicant is in a sports team or plays a particular sport recreationally with friends, then they should name the sport and describe what their role is. Likewise, the applicant should actually describe how their hobbies relate to them as a person and ideally their subject.


What to avoid


Whilst the points discussed previously can be interpreted and used as you see fit in order to produce your own unique personal statement; there are categorically certain things that you should avoid:




	Long complicated sentences


	Lack of reflection


	Listing things


	Irrelevant/out of date examples – keep things recent


	Negative connotations – always put a positive spin on everything


	Generic/stereotypical statements


	Gimmicks


	Controversy in whatever form it may come


	Repetition


	Drawing out one example for far too long


	Inappropriate examples





What to Include


Still a little stumped? Well, here are a few must-haves in no particular order to get you started:




	
Sports and other hobbies – these are particularly important for vocational courses like medicine, dentistry and law as they offer a form of stress relief amidst a course of intense studying whilst also demonstrating a degree of life experience and well-roundedness. By all means, discuss international honours, notable publications or even recent stage productions. Remember to reflect on these experiences, offering explanations of how they have changed your attitude towards life or how they required particular dedication and commitment.


	
Musical instruments – Again, an excellent form of stress relief but also a great example of manual dexterity if your course requires this. Do not be afraid to mention your favourite musical works for that personal touch, but also any grades you have obtained, thus, demonstrating commitment and a mature attitude that can be transferred to any field of study.


	
Work experience(s) – Don’t bother wasting characters by citing references or contacts from your work experience, but rather discuss situations that you were presented with. Describe any situations where you showed particular maturity/professionalism and explain what you learnt from that experience. It is always advisable to discuss how your work experience affected your view of the subject field, either reinforcing or deterring you from your choice.


	
Personal interests within the field of study – This is a really good opportunity to show off your own genuine interest within the subject field. Try to mention a recent article or paper; one that isn’t too contentious but is still not that well-known to show depth of reading. Reflect on what you have read, offering your own opinions, but be warned, you will almost certainly be called upon this at the interview if you have one.


	
Personal attributes – exemplify these through your own personal experiences and opinions. As mentioned previously, many courses will list “desired” personal attributes in their prospectus - you must include these as a minimum in your personal statement. Try to add others of your own choice that you think are relevant to the subject in order to achieve originality – here are a few to inspire you:



	Honesty


	Communication skills


	Teamwork


	Decision making


	Awareness of limitations


	Respect


	Morality


	Ability to learn


	Leadership


	Integrity








	
Awards – be they national or just departmental school awards, it is always worth trying to mention any awards you have received since about the age of 15/16. A brief description of what they entailed and what you learnt from the experience can add a valuable few lines to your personal statement. Providing proof of long-term dedication and prowess.





Together, discussion of all these points can demonstrate reasoned consideration for the course you have applied for. This is particularly appealing for a tutor to read as it shows a higher level of thinking by giving your own reflection on the course requirements.


The Conclusion


The conclusion of your personal statement should be more about leaving a good final impression than conferring any actual information. If you have something useful to say about your interest and desire to study your subject, you shouldn’t be waiting until the very end to say it!


Admissions tutors will read hundreds of personal statements every year, and after about the fifth one, they all start looking very much the same. You should try to make your statement different so it stands out amongst the rest. As the conclusion is the last thing the admissions tutor will read, it can leave a lasting influence (good or bad!). The purpose of a conclusion is to tie up the entire statement in two or three sentences.


A good conclusion should not include any new information, as this should be in the main body. However, you also need to avoid repeating what you have said earlier in your personal statement. This would be both a waste of characters and frustration for the tutor. Instead, it is better to put into context what you have already written and, therefore, make an effort to keep your conclusion relatively short – no more than four lines.


The conclusion is a good opportunity to draw on all the themes you have introduced throughout your personal statement to form a final overall character image to leave the tutor with. Unless there is anything especially extraordinary or outrageous in the main body of your personal statement, the tutor is likely to remember you by your introduction and conclusion. The conclusion, therefore, is a good place to leave an inspiring final sentence for the tutor.


Some students will make a mention in here about their career plans, picking up on something they have observed in work experience or have encountered during reading. This can be a good strategy as it shows you’re using your current knowledge to guide your future aspirations. If you do this, try to do so with an open mind, suggesting areas of interest but being careful not to imply you are less interested in others. You have to spend a long time at university and your interests are likely to change depending on your experiences. Thus, admissions tutors need to be certain your interest extends into all areas. Secondly, don’t sound too fixed about your plans. There is a lot more to see before you can make an informed career choice, so by all means, show your particular interests but avoid sounding as though you are closing any options off.


It is important to avoid sounding too arrogant here and over-selling yourself. Instead, adopt a phrase looking forward in time – perhaps expressing your excitement and enthusiasm in meeting the demands of your course requirements, or looking even further ahead, the demands of your career. E.g. ‘driven by my love of medicine, I am sure that I will be a successful doctor and take full advantage of all opportunities should this application be successful’, rather than ‘I think I should be accepted because I am very enthusiastic and will work hard’. The sentiment behind both of these statements is positive, however, the second sounds juvenile compared to the first.


Depending on the situation, it may be possible to end a personal statement with a famous quote or saying. If you decide to do this, ensure that you don’t quote anything outrageous or controversial!


Extra Reading


Reading beyond what you would need to for your school studies is a great way to show genuine enthusiasm; a good personal statement will include at least some discussion of extra reading.


It also has the added benefit of suggesting your areas of particular interest which can help guide the interview discussion to your strongest topics.


Make sure you don’t fall into the trap of thinking a long list of books will impress – this isn’t the point. The idea is you show what you have learned from each of the books and how it has influenced your decision to study your chosen course. This shows that you haven’t just looked at the pages of the book as you’ve turned them over, but rather that you have understood and thought about them. When discussing your learning, try to make specific points rather than generic ones.


For example, a weaker statement might say: “I read Thinking Fast and Slow by Daniel Kahneman, which helped me understand the way by which decisions are made”


Whereas a stronger statement may say: “I particularly enjoyed Thinking Fast and Slow by Daniel Kahneman, which made me realise the importance of shortcuts in making quick and accurate decisions.”


Extra-Curricular


It is important to show you are a balanced person and not someone whose only focus is work. Extra-curricular activities can really strengthen your personal statement by showcasing your skills. Remember that there is no intrinsic value in playing county-level rugby or having a diploma in acting – you will not win a place on excellence in these fields. The value comes from the skills your activities teach you. Regardless of whether you’re outstanding at what you do or you just do it casually, remember to reflect on what you’ve gained from doing what you do. There will always be something good to say and it may be more valuable than you think.


There are three important ways that extra-curricular activities can strengthen your application:


1) You should use your extra-curricular activities to highlight skills that will help with your degree. You play football – talk about how this has helped your teamwork; you play chess – surely this has improved your problem-solving? By linking what you do to the skills you’ve developed, you take a great opportunity to show the admissions tutor just how well-rounded you are. By showing how you have developed these critical skills, you can demonstrate that you’re a strong applicant.


2) Interests outside work give you a way to relax. University studies can be stressful, and admissions tutors have a duty of care towards students. By accepting someone who knows how to relax, they are ensuring you’ll strike the right balance between studies and relaxation, keeping yourself fresh and healthy through difficult times.


3) Showing that you have enough time for extra-curricular activities can support your academic capabilities. If you are the member of an orchestra, a sports team, and you keep a rock collection, you were clearly not pushed to the absolute limit to get the top grades you achieved. For a student without other interests, it might suggest to the admissions tutor they are struggling to keep up with the current workload and may not be able to cope with the additional demands of a higher education.









WORK EXPERIENCE


Work experience is a great way to demonstrate your commitment to your subject. For many vocational courses like medicine, dentistry, law, and veterinary sciences, work experience must form a core component of the personal statement. Studying such courses is a significant life decision and the course tutors want to see that candidates have made an informed decision on their career path. It is, of course, useful to conduct work experience for other courses simply for your own information and to see what you enjoy.


Why Work Experience?


Universities value work experience so highly because it shows you have a number of essential traits:


Work experience shows you’re informed. So you’re deciding what you want to do for the rest of your working life. How do you know you’ll like it? Rather than choosing your subject simply due to the media or stories you hear from others, the best way to convince the admissions tutor you know what the job actually entails is to go and experience it for yourself. Getting as much varied work experience as possible to show that you have a realistic understanding of the profession better than any words can. If you have good work experience, admissions tutors are confident you’re choosing your subject for the right reasons.


Work experience shows you’re committed. Arranging work experience can be hard – you may need to approach multiple people and organisations before you get a yes. Therefore, if you have a good portfolio of work experience, it shows you have been proactive. It shows you have gone to effort for the sole purpose of spending your free time in a caring environment. This shows drive and commitment – impressive qualities that will help you gain that valuable place!


Arranging Work Experience


Arranging work experience can be hard. If you’re finding it difficult to get exactly what you want, please don’t be disheartened. You are facing the same difficulty that tens of thousands of students before you have faced.


With work experience, you’re recommended to start early. The earlier you start making approaches to people, the more likely it is you’ll get a yes in time. It is not really practical to start seeking work experience until after you turn 16 due to age restrictions within the workplace – especially where confidential information is concerned! So, conduct your work experience during the summer after your GCSE examinations and throughout your AS year. This can be achieved through private arrangements you yourself make but it is always worth consulting your school’s careers officer as well.


Remember that any part-time/summer paid jobs also count as work experience and definitely worth mentioning as they show an additional degree of maturity and professionalism. In addition, if you are able to keep up a small regular commitment over a period of months it really helps to show dedication.


During the work experience itself, it is wise to keep a notebook or a diary with a brief description of each day, particularly noting down what events happened and, importantly, what you learnt from them. Whilst there is a designated section of the UCAS form for work experience details, the personal statement itself must be used to not only describe your experiences but also to reflect on them.


Make sure to discuss:




	How did certain situations affect you personally?


	How did the experience alter your perspective on the subject field?


	Were there particular occasions where you fulfilled any of the requirements listed within prospectuses?


	Most importantly, how did your experience(s) confirm your desire to pursue the field of study into higher education?





Oxbridge


There’s nothing fundamentally different about Oxford and Cambridge to other universities, but there are certain things you need to be aware of when applying.


Oxford and Cambridge are very traditional universities. The style of teaching is very heavily based upon lectures, small group tutorials and practicals in science with your self-directed learning squeezed in between them and in the evenings. You will learn topics in a great level of detail – not only facts but the history of research that led to the discoveries, the contrasting thoughts and ideas of academics and the reasons why theories are thought to be true. Expect lots of essays (even in sciences), assignments and deadlines. This education trains you to be a great thinker – but it is hard and you should be fully aware of that before committing.


Because you submit the same personal statement to all your choices, you must make sure your statement is applicable to all universities. So you can’t talk about Oxbridge in it, but you can lay a few simple foundations. It is a good idea to make some mention of extra academic reading, or if you’re applying for sciences, a lab project in your personal statement. This certainly won’t put another university off, but it gives Oxford or Cambridge a hint that you have a natural curiosity for your subject. You really don’t need to be too strong with this: a little hint is all you need. The interviews are generally very subject-oriented and it will give all the opportunity the admissions tutors need to see how you respond to problems. At Oxbridge, the main criteria for admissions selection are: academic performance, admissions test performance, and interview performance. The personal statement is a significantly smaller consideration and so you need not to be too worried about it.


In addition, Cambridge sends out an extra questionnaire called the SAQ (Supplementary Application Questionnaire) once they receive your UCAS form. Included in this, is space for a specific 1,200-character personal statement, which goes only to Cambridge and is your opportunity to tell the admissions tutor any extra things you would like Cambridge to know. Consider using this to highlight why you feel the scientific focus of the Cambridge course would be good for you. There isn’t an equivalent for Oxford.


Mature + Graduate Applicants


If you’re applying as a mature student or as a graduate, talking about your previous work and career is important.


If you have been working for a number of years, then a large chunk of your relevant life story will be due to your employment. You should describe your previous career path, the moment you thought about a change, how you investigated your subject as a career, and why you now believe it is the right path for you.


Coming from a professional background, the skills you have learned in the workplace will be significant and will begin to overtake extra-curricular activities as a way of demonstrating core attributes such as time-management, communication, and team working. In addition, you may have undertaken professional learning in your job such as reading books or attending courses – be sure to draw upon this to support your application.


Admissions tutors are not looking to see how similar your current job is to your degree. They are looking for the general skills you have learned that will help make you a good student and research/experience outside of work to confirm your interest.


Deferred Entry + Gap Years


It is always advisable to apply to university during your A2 year – at the very least, it is a useful experience and you can always apply again next year if you are unsuccessful. In attending university a year later, you are a year older, bringing more maturity and life experience.


If you are planning to take a gap year, always apply whilst in A-level year unless there is a reason you would not be able to gain a place (e.g. grades/predictions too low, you need to sit more exams). Applying for deferred entry allows you to go on your gap year, safe in the knowledge that you have secured a place upon your return. If things then don’t go to plan, you have time to improve your application and a second chance in which to apply to different universities.


You’ll need to tweak your statement slightly if you’re applying for deferred entry. You will need to demonstrate to the tutor that you are filling your gap year with meaningful experiences in order to help you grow as a person. Therefore, discuss your gap year plans in a brief paragraph, describing what you hope to achieve, what life skills you hope to learn, and how these are both transferable and applicable to your course. In addition, a year of deferred entry gives you the opportunity to work and save in order to fund your progress through what is a very expensive time at university.


This is a good opportunity once again to show your commitment. If your gap year plans include any volunteering work, use this to support your vocation of public service. If you have already made plans, it shows that you’re organised.


To make a strong application, you should be spending a significant proportion of your gap year doing things that support your application: work experience, voluntary work, and activities that build your skills. Discuss in your personal statement why you chose to do these things, what you are learning from them and how it has affected your desire to study your course. Make sure you account for all time and give reasons for everything you do, tying it back to your path towards your chosen course. A good application should draw upon your gap year to reinforce your skills and commitment; it should give positive reasons why you have chosen to take a gap year. Taking a gap year gives you good opportunities to expand your experiences, but you have to remember that it also brings expectations – therefore, if you don’t take these opportunities you stand to weaken your application.


Going on a gap year is a choice for you to make; overall, you are equally likely to get an offer with or without taking a gap year.


Re-applying


If instead you are reading this during a gap year because of an unsuccessful first application, do not be disheartened. Applying a second time puts you in a much stronger position as you have your A-level grades in hand. Do mention your failure first time round in your personal statement, but also reflect on it and discuss why you think this happened. More importantly, discuss what you have done to address these issues to improve yourself as a candidate. Re-applying shows a strength of character, resilience, and determination - qualities desired by any course tutor at any institution.


Applying for Different Subjects


Applicants who choose to apply for different subjects will have to address this in their personal statement as this is the only place in which the applicant can justify their choices to their chosen universities.


Applicants who decide to apply for different subjects fall into three categories. The first are for applications for multi-disciplinary subjects, where subject areas overlap. The second are for applications for dual honours degrees and the third are for applications for subjects that bear no relation to one another at all.


Multi-Disciplinary Subjects


The most common degree courses which fall into this category are subjects like Natural Sciences and Modern Languages. Multi-disciplinary degrees generally involve studying a broad range of subjects for the first one or two years of university and specialising in the third or fourth year. However, all of the subjects offered within the multi-disciplinary degree will be from the same broad subject area, e.g. will all be sciences or humanities.


Applicants for such courses may decide to apply for multi-disciplinary degrees to some universities, and not others. In any case, it is important for applicants in this situation to mention in their personal statement their motivations for the parts of the multi-disciplinary degree relevant to their interests (therefore, covering the universities to which they have applied to study those single subjects) and to also state their desire to gain a broad understanding of their chosen subject area. This is because although applicants for such courses will almost certainly not have substantial experience in all of the subjects covered by their chosen multi-disciplinary degree, they will be required to complete all compulsory modules across all of the subject areas covered by the degree. The reader of the personal statement from universities offering multi-disciplinary degrees must be left in no doubt that the applicant has the desire and capacity to learn about new subjects in addition to those they are familiar with, and those from universities offering single subjects must believe that the applicant is motivated to study their chosen individual subject at university.


Dual Honours Degrees


Unlike the US, dual honours degrees are not common in the UK. A few examples of dual honours degrees offered by UK universities include Physics & Philosophy (Oxford), PPE (Oxford), Maths & Computer Science (many). One notable exception to the general UK university trend is Keele University, which offers dual honours courses for all subjects.


Applications for dual honours degrees should be treated in the same way as those for a single subject, with the exception that equal attention should be given to both/all subjects in the degree. All dual honours degrees are different, and it is up to the applicant to ensure that they are aware of the make-up of their chosen degree. E.g., some dual honours may be split 50/50 between two subjects, whereas others may have a major component and a minor component. It is important for this to be reflected in the personal statement.


Non-Related Subjects


This is undoubtedly the hardest situation for an applicant to prepare for. As the same personal statement will be sent to all universities, there will be parts of the personal statement that apply to some and not to others. For those in this situation, it will be necessary to sacrifice parts of the personal statement otherwise reserved for extra-curricular activities and interests for reasons to why each chosen course is applicable to the applicant.


If the courses chosen by the application fall within the same subject remit, e.g. Biology and Chemistry as separate subjects (but are both sciences) or English and History (but are both humanities), it is possible for the applicant to describe their interest in both, tactfully. Describing interest in areas of overlap between different subjects in addition to that for each individual subject is a safe way in which the applicant can ensure that their personal statement is applicable to all of their chosen universities.


The Reference


The UCAS reference is often neglected by many applicants; it’s an untapped resource that can give you an edge over other applicants. In order to plan your use of the reference, you first need to establish how it will be used – again consult prospectuses or subject websites. Does it actually count towards your application score or rather is it only consulted in borderline candidates? Furthermore, the reference could certainly affect the way in which the tutor perceives what you have written and indeed what they infer from it.


Either way, in order to get the most out of your reference you need to actively participate in its creation. The best way to achieve this is to ask a teacher who you are particularly friendly with to write it. Even if this is not possible, ask for a copy of your reference before it is submitted to UCAS. This way you can ensure that the personal statement and reference complement one another for maximum impact.


The reference is best used for explanations of negative aspects within your application – e.g. deflated exam results, family bereavements – or even addition of new information if you run out of space in your personal statement. In this respect, the reference is a backdoor through which you can feed more information to the tutor in order to strengthen your application.


If there is a teacher who is willing to go through your reference with you (this is particularly advisable for medicine, dentistry, law, and veterinary science applicants); complete your personal statement first before starting on the reference itself. This way you will have a clear idea of the content and tone of the majority of your application as well as anything that may be missing which you would like to add.


The reference is the one place for your teachers to be completely unreserved - superlatives and compliments mean a lot more coming from someone other than yourself. One such example of this is the opportunity for your teachers to discuss how they have actively noticed your initiative and passion, going above and beyond in pursuing the subject in question.


Standing Out from the Crowd


You may have heard people saying that a good personal statement helps you stand out from the crowd – and this is certainly true. Admissions tutors read hundreds of personal statements, so to be in with the best chance yours should offer something a bit different to leave a lasting good impression of yourself.


Now standing out from the crowd is easy, but the line between standing out for the right and the wrong reasons is a fine one and you have to be careful.


Many universities will score your personal statement based on a marking grid. You’ll gain marks for evidence of performance in different areas depending on your assessed level of achievement. These areas may include interest in your subject, a variety of work experience, evidence of altruism/volunteering, communication skills, and general skills. It is a very good idea to get hold of these marking grids wherever possible and ensure you cover all the areas described in them. The best place to find them is the university website and failing that, you can email the admissions tutors at the university.


Proof-reading the personal statement is extremely important – not just you but also by showing it to friends, family, and teachers to get their opinions. Firstly, it’s so easy to ignore your own mistakes because as you become familiar with your own work, you begin skimming through rather than reading in depth. But also, this allows people to assess the writing style – by gathering lots of opinions you can build up a good idea of the strongest areas (which you should expand) and the weakest areas (which you should modify and trim down).


Don’t try to force anything into the personal statement. Allow it to grow and showcase your wide variety of skills. Make sure there is a smooth flow from one idea to the next. Allow it to tell your story. Make sure all the spelling and grammar is accurate. Then, your personal statement will shine out from the average ones to give you the best possible chance.


Interviews


In any interview, you can expect to be asked questions on the content of your personal statement – about your work experience, your reading, your extra-curricular activities and so on. This makes it especially important to be completely honest. And I don’t mean just avoiding explicit lies – this includes all the little traps that are so easy to fall into – the book you intend to read, the course you’ll probably attend and so on. That book you were genuinely planning to read might turn out to be terrible but you’re then committed to reading it front to back in case your interviewer probes your interest in it.


But this isn’t all bad news – it can actually be a very positive thing. By writing about all the subjects that interest you most in your personal statement, you have the opportunity to guide the interview discussion towards those areas you love, know most about, and would enjoy discussing. By doing so, you give yourself an opportunity to show your knowledge and enthusiasm to the interviewer – traits which will go a long way in convincing them you are the right person to fill that elusive place.


Therefore, it is important that you use your personal statement as part of your interview preparation. Read and re-read your statement before the interview to make certain you are ready to talk about anything you may be asked questions on. Not only does this give you a great chance of answering these questions well, it can give you an overall feeling of assurance that you are well-prepared, lending confidence to make your overall performance more polished. What’s more, if you have all your personal statement information at the front of your mind, answering general questions about your experiences is much easier as you have a great bank of information to quickly draw upon.


Omissions


It can be difficult to work out exactly where the line stands when it comes to omitting certain information.


Of course, you should only include things that emphasise your best points. But sometimes leaving certain things out can cause problems.


For example, let’s imagine you worked for half an hour a month at a care home over a 6-month period. If you said in your personal statement you had worked at a care home for 6 months, you could reasonably expect interview questions on it. When it turns out you’ve only spent three hours there in total, the interviewer would not be impressed and would be left doubting the truthfulness of the whole personal statement. Far better to just say you arranged a few sessions helping in a care home, then discuss what you learned from it and avoid the risk of being left looking like a fool.


Another circumstance when not to omit details is when there is something that needs explaining. Perhaps you’ve taken a year out of the normal education pathway to do something different or because you were experiencing some difficulty. Whilst the personal statement is not the place to discuss extenuating circumstances, it should tell the story of your recent path through life. If there are any big gaps, it is likely to concern the person reading it that you have something to hide. Make sure you explain your route and the reasons for it, putting it in the context of your journey towards your chosen course and potentially beyond.


Things to avoid


Whilst there are no rights and wrongs to writing a personal statement, there are a few common traps students can easily fall into. Here follows a discussion of things that are best to be avoided to ensure your personal statement is strong.


Stating the obvious – this includes phrases like “I am studying A-level biology which has helped me learn about human biology in the human biology module”. Admissions tutors can see from the UCAS form what A-level subjects you are studying. They know that most applicants study broadly similar A-levels so you don’t stand out, and the statement about what you have learned is obvious. This does little to convince someone you are suited for your course, so therefore, it is a waste of words.


University names – the same personal statement goes to all universities, so don’t include any university names. Only include specifics of the course if they are common to all the courses you are applying to.


Lists – everything needs to be included for a reason. Very few things have an intrinsic value, rather the value comes from the knowledge you gain and the skills you develop by doing the activities. Therefore, reeling off a long list of sports you play won’t impress anyone. Instead, focus on specifics and indicate what you have learned from doing each thing you mention.


Flattery – this includes flattery of either people or universities. Saying how much you dream of studying your course, entering a certain career or how much you admire someone’s work will not win you a place.


Harsh criticism – it’s great to show two sides of anything and it’s perfectly acceptable to disagree with things, however, it is wise to avoid excessively strong criticism of anything for two reasons. Firstly, you are still early in your academic journey. Questioning established knowledge makes a good student, but dismissing the work of eminent academics will make you seem ignorant and should be avoided. Secondly, you never know who is going to interview you – it could be the person you are criticising, or a close friend or work colleague of theirs. I am aware of one Cambridge interview where a student had strongly criticised a book in their personal statement. Guess who the interviewer turned out to be...
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